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      For mothers and their daughters everywhere
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      ‘It feels like only yesterday I was the youngest person in the room. I had my whole life in front of me. I had time to burn,
         I spent my whole day snogging boys, backcombing my hair and trying to dance like Pan’s People. Now – it feels like two minutes
         later – I’m a little bit old. OK, I’m not in elasticated stockings or on Meals on Wheels or whizzing down the stairs on my
         stairlift but my life is more than half over. I’ve been there, done that, got the packamac. I’m so old that I remember dances
         with drum solos, the arrival of unisex hairdressers and I had a crush on Illya Kuryakin, which for people younger than me
         just looks like a bad Scrabble hand. What all this means is that I am grumpy. I have a bad hair life, my teenage daughter
         probably has a better sex life than I do, and if I skip plucking the beard for a couple of days, I have the start of some
         five o’clock shadow. Why wouldn’t I be grumpy?
      

   
      
      December

      
      December 27th

      
      Just when I thought I couldn’t get any grumpier, that I was off the scale of grumpy, Christmas came along and made me grumpier
         than ever, which is saying something. As usual I worked myself up into a task-driven frenzy in an attempt to make it as perfect
         as Delia’s, got into the annual panic about making sure that the lounge cushions were clean, the turkey was organic and Aunty
         Doreen got her Stilton by post on time. And boom – it’s all over in a jiffy – and frankly with not that much to show for it
         except a house that looks like a bomb’s hit it, Christmas tree needles (non-shed ones obviously) all over the hall, more clutter
         than I can hormonally tolerate and my mother-in-law still staying with us (6 days, 3 hrs and 12 mins and counting). The beds
         all need changing, the kitchen floor needs scrubbing, and the kitchen looks so bad Kim and Aggie might consider putting it
         on telly. I long to get all the cards off the mantelpiece and give the shelf a good clean, I long to get the Hoover into the
         corners behind the tree, long to get the tree down and into the skip; in short, I long to get what my mother would call … straight.
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      Thankfully, normality will soon be back. Trouble is Christmas occupied me for at least 100 hours, and that’s a conservative
         estimate. That’s the number of hours I reckon I spent on it. I haven’t counted the July sales because I forgot which ‘safe
         place’ I decided to hide the Christmas presents … so it was utterly pointless. I haven’t included making the Christmas cake
         because that was fun with ELDEST DAUGHTER. It made me feel like when she was at play school and we used to make cakes and
         have cuddles after lunch. I haven’t included thinking time, time I would otherwise have spent thinking about something more
         constructive like work, or getting to the gym, which in my case means at all – and all this effort was for one day. And I
         daren’t begin to think about how much money I spent … It’s all exactly the same madness as last year and I’m an intelligent
         woman.
      

      
      The telly was rubbish, I fell asleep in the Queen’s Speech – in fact I think the Queen did too, it was so dull – and I lost
         the list of which relative gave what to which child, so yet again there will be the embarrassment of having to write thank
         you letters with the giveaway phrase, ‘thank you for the Christmas gift’ which means either you have written a standard letter
         to everyone, or you have forgotten what Uncle Fred gave you, or both. Other people seem to manage to have such organised lives
         in comparison.
      

      
      Even the children have gone off Christmas. Now that the kids are teenagers I can spot their disenchantment, I can spot it
         because I remember my own disappointment, which started to set in the moment I discovered that Father Christmas was the biggest
         practical joke imaginable. In my case this was distressingly late – as an only child with no older siblings to tip you off
         you are rather vulnerable – and I was evidently impressionable: for several years I boasted that I saw the reindeer running
         around in Sutton Coldfield, ‘saw them with my own eyes’. I was 12 when I discovered a piece of material in my mother’s dressing-table
         drawer which was the same material as the crib cover for my baby doll and suddenly it all clicked into place – she, not Father
         Christmas and his elves, had made the crib. From that realisation the tables generally turn and you humour your parents because
         you think they find Christmas magical, when in fact they think you still do.
      

      
      What’s happened to my life since I got to be middle-aged? I seem to have more to do in any one day than I used to do in a
         whole month. But funnily enough at this exact time each year there is a little bit of calm, a little bit of peace and quiet
         when the festive season proper is over, and I can settle down to some serious lolling about in my dressing gown, and best
         of all lolling while filling in my brand-new diary, shiny and pristine in its bright red gorgeousness.
      

      
      There’s something about getting a new diary that reminds me of the first day of term at school. You wrote your name and class
         and timetable out in your neatest writing, planned your homework timetable, colour-coded your period due dates, underlined
         your birthday, or the boy you fancied’s birthday, or Valentine’s Day, and put a lot of exclamation marks round the anniversary
         of your first snog. January was beautifully neat, but by the time you got into February it was scrawled with ‘I love Noddy Holder’
         (or the Bay City Rollers), or notes and puzzling drawings from Jane Smith in Chemistry about what the missionary position
         means, or some spirobiro patterns you did when you were really really bored in Scripture. Which was most of the time. Thirty
         years or so on, the same will happen with my shiny new red diary – by February whatever system I adopt now of underlining
         my ‘to do’ lists, it’ll have gone to pot – because my life is now one long long ‘to do’ list – it’s called being a middle-aged
         woman, with a lot of errands to run, a saggy bottom and a need to tidy the airing cupboard.
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      I fill in all the bits at the front, well OK not the blood group bits – I’m not an anorak – and I put the family birthdays
         in, I put all my special encrypted codes to remember my pin numbers and passwords – cunningly clever charts of numbers with
         circled bits and crossings out that look like the Enigma code and look accidental but are brilliantly intentional, because
         remembering them all in my head is now a scientific impossibility since my memory banks are full – one new code, such as a
         new door code at work, goes in and something has to go out – like my mother’s birthday or the next date to worm the dog. There
         is only so much of this stupid information a woman can retain. The encrypted codes I make up seem like the simplest thing
         to remember when I invent them – like the year I had my first pet hamster or the ballet school I went to in Weston-super-Mare
         or the year my father was born minus 10 … they all seem so fantastically easy to remember, until the time comes when I have to remember them and then I forget or I forget where I wrote down the secret code. Last year I was
         foolish enough to make one or two new codes up, keep the potential identity thieves on their toes … Naturally I instantly forgot
         how I had decided to remember it all, and so there were tears and sick on the pavement at a cashpoint when the machine swallowed
         my card … and even more tears and sick when I tried to get the bank to believe it was me trying to get a new card not someone
         else pretending to be me. Makes me feel hot and angry just thinking about it.
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      I can do all this diary filling in now because of this little gap of relative calm, of relative inertia, with some proper
         slobbing about in my slippers and dressing gown, after the hell that was Christmas, and before we all get back into the school
         run and the nine to five. It’s the time when I convince myself that next year is going to be infinitely more organised, infinitely
         more serene, sunnier and generally sorted than the one just gone. I really am going to go jogging, going to use the public
         library more, I’m going to delegate more jobs around the house and not let work get to me, especially my boss, Jocasta.
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      I’m ashamed to admit that even the Christmas presents given to me were the usual disappointment – not quite the jumper I had
         in mind, not quite the right perfume and not quite the right book – which makes the whole thing feel even more futile and
         maddeningly stupid. As usual the present that was the most disappointing was the one from the GRUMPY OLD MAN – not because
         he hasn’t made an effort, not because he hasn’t tried to please, but because deep down I always hope he will buy me a stunning
         diamond, a fabulous necklace or an absurdly romantic piece of jewellery with a little note in it telling me how completely
         gorgeous and irresistible I am, which clearly would be fibbing, but would make me feel like number one top sex kitten. This
         year he bought me a bright neon green padded outdoor coat – which is about as far away from a romantic diamond or jewellery
         gift as you can get – but he cannot be held responsible for this badly judged present since, guess what – I chose it myself,
         circled it in the catalogue and put it on his side of the bed. As outdoor coats go it is spot on – dreamy toasty warm for
         walking the dog or going to the market, although flattering it is not. In fact it makes me look like a lagged boiler and is
         such a bright green it is no doubt visible from outer space … Which means it would be very handy in an emergency. I could wave
         the helicopter down. Save the day. But it’s emphatically not sexy, so despite the fact that I asked for it for Christmas,
         I am starting to blame him – which is ridiculously unfair. That’s the kind of person I am to live with. Full of contradictions.
         You’d think by my age I’d have got myself a bit more sorted, but I feel a little like my daughters, a bit like a teenager,
         a bit pulled in different directions – do I still want to be a little bit sexy, a little bit minxy, or am I ready to get into a round of golf and a life of table-top sales at the WI and be done with it? I don’t know.
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      Dodgiest present was a cut-glass decanter (are there any other sort?) that had been taken out of its box and rewrapped. You
         can tell that because it’s lost its little sticky label and anyway what would anyone sensible do with a decanter except wrap
         it up, hope you kept the presentation box and send it to someone else? If you’re really smart and you have the time you can
         find out where they sell them and try to change them for credit vouchers. That would be a triumph. A sort of punching-the-air-type
         triumph. But that would require a great deal of time and effort so have done the next best thing … have put in my ‘recycled
         present’ cupboard.
      

      
      As a family, we’ve all had an overdose of quality time with one another, played charades and Monopoly and Knock-out Whist
         until we can no more, and now Boxing Day is over the bets are off, and we all spend the day in our own rooms, on our beds,
         reading the paper or MSN messaging our friends. Well, we would do except the mother-in-law doesn’t seem to have booked a train
         ticket till Saturday. Which is a worry.
      

      
      She’s everywhere. I come down in the morning and she’s already in the kitchen, dressed, lipstick on, hair done, wanting to
         talk. She makes me feel lazy and a bit common, as my mother would say, slobbing around still in my dressing gown at 7.30.
         Normally I like the hour before everyone gets up, I get myself into a bit of pottering about, but when someone’s talking non-stop
         to you, like she does, it proves impossible. She asks ‘Can I do anything to help?’ in the way guests do – without actually
         doing anything at all – and starts asking endless questions about the OLD MAN, her beloved only son, about ELDEST DAUGHTER – what have we done about her student loan?
         Is she taking her laptop away with her and if so is it on the household insurance? – and about YOUNGEST DAUGHTER – have I
         checked whether the sub-aqua teacher at the pool is CRB cleared? Am I sure that she is not already into boys? Shouldn’t I
         be forbidding her to go out without tights? I listen, but after 18 years of marriage frankly there’s not the attention to
         detail on my part that there was.
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      She frightened me to death when I was still just ‘the girlfriend’, when I was on my best behaviour, dressing to impress and
         making out I was going to be her new best friend. Now I’m counting the days until Saturday, and we can all stop using the
         teapot and a tablecloth for supper. The moment she’s gone we’ll be eating in front of the telly, out of tins probably, in an involuntary and unspoken act of rebellion. Can’t wait.
      

      
      
         
         To Do

         
         Get boiler serviced

         
         Ring Aunt Dorothy to thank

         For presents Fill in Taxform

         
         SAVE MONEY!

         
         Write ‘taking back’ list

         
         Bunion plasters

         
         Check sub-aqua teacher CRB cleared

         
         Find out what CRB cleared means

         
         Ring station about train times

         
         Find receipts for taking back presents

         
         Bin liners

         
      

      
      December 28th

      
      It feels like only yesterday I was the youngest person in the room, I had my whole life in front of me, I had time to burn,
         I spent my whole day snogging boys and backcombing my hair. I was a young thing, with a lovely body, life was fun, and I hadn’t
         a care in the world, and now – it feels like two minutes later – I’m a little bit old. OK I’m not in elasticated stockings
         or on Meals on Wheels or whizzing down the stairs on my stairlift, but my life is more than half over.
      

      
      I’ve been there, done that, got the packamac, I’m so old that I remember dances with drum solos, the arrival of unisex hairdressers
         and had a crush on Illya Kuryakin. Which if you’re too young and you don’t remember The Man from U.N.C.L.E. just looks like a bad Scrabble hand. Never mind over the hill, I am over the other side and nearly down at the bottom. And
         the view is slightly different. What all this adds up to is that I am grumpy. For a start I have a bad hair life, my teenager
         daughter has a better sex life than I do, and skip plucking the beard for a couple of days and I have the start of some five
         o’ clock shadow. So why wouldn’t I be grumpy?
      

      
      I’m allowed to be grumpy, I’ve earned it … I lived through Boney M and Bucks Fizz, leg warmers and the Crossroads Motel, I deserve
         to be grumpy.
      

      
      And as your self-appointed form captain, I think I can safely say that we all feel that none of this is our fault. Left to
         our own devices we are naturally peachy, cheery people, but everything and everyone else lets us down. It’s a day-in day-out sort of thing. Being full-on grumpy is
         a full-time job. Sometimes I wonder how I have time to go to work.
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      December 30th

      
      The first credit card bill arrives with Christmas shopping transactions on. It is so bad I think there must be a mistake,
         someone must be shopping on my card, because something has gone hideously wrong. Of course something has gone hideously wrong,
         I have spent too much money. Again. So the taking back routine has to begin because, whether I like it or not, I have to try
         to claw back some money. Hence I throw myself into taking things back and since no one else bothered to keep the receipts,
         the whole wretched experience is going to be very, very annoying indeed.
      

      
      Shopping makes me very grumpy indeed. People assume that women love shopping, but no woman I know does. These days when I
         am shopping I am so grumpy I feel drawn to using a stick. It would be useful for everyday life, to flick people with who are
         annoying me, holding me up, dawdling, knocking into me, getting in the queue before me. Maybe a little cane, or one of those
         rambler’s poles, something to flick at people’s ankles, stop them putting their feet up on train seats, stopping them leaving
         their rubbish or spitting on the pavement. There would be a hundred and one uses. Or I’d like one of those huge clompy prams
         young mothers have now, with huge wheels and chassis the size of a small car. I could accidentally on purpose snag people’s
         ankles with it, or use it as a ram raider on young people who are throwing litter on the ground or being objectionable. Except if I did have
         such a pram I would look like a mad old bat who should be in a mental institution or a tramp, since there would be no baby
         in it.
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      Other people are becoming a serious source of grump for me. Shopping would be fine if there were no other people involved.
         I’d like my own little pedestrian lane, my own check-out queue, I might even share it with other nice grumpy old women, and
         my own parking bays. Because we are in a hurry, we are hormonally challenged and our lives are made up of dreary little jobs
         no one else can be bothered to do.
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      I start the taking-back task and plot a time-efficient route round the city centre. At least the Christmas shoppers won’t
         be there; I’ll be able to park on the top floor of the multi-storey, just nip straight into the big stores, be home in time
         to have a sit-down and watch an episode of Desperate Housewives … But it’s strangely busy on the way into town. Actually, nearly as busy as it was the week before Christmas. Why? How could
         I have forgotten? The sales have started. That is just so very cruel. You get the Christmas shopping out of the way, you go
         in to take it all back and you get the crowds and the hassle and the queues all over again. Except this time there is an additional
         queue at Exchanges and Refunds. A queue so long that they rope it off like at Disney. They obviously staff it with the newest,
         youngest of their assistants; better still, they stick up a sign saying PLEASE BEAR WITH US, STAFF TRAINING IN PROGRESS, which
         means that every single pair of knickers, every single travel clock that is being taken back because it was loathed and detested
         by its recipient is having to be cross-referenced on a big long list. Because they’ve reduced it now. And if you don’t have the receipt, your nice friend who queued up to buy it in the first place
         paid £29.99 for it and they are offering you £10.99 for it, in vouchers, not even in real cash. Which all takes about half
         an hour per customer, so you give up, or you run out of time, and you could simply run up and down in the shop and scream
         and scream and scream until you’re sick. Or you could run amok among ladies separates and throw everything on the floor so
         they have to pick it all up again. You give up and lug some of it back home, which is a low point, especially knowing it is
         not even nice enough to go into the recycled-presents cupboard.
      

     [image: image]

      
      
         
         To Do

         
         Fill in tax form

         
         Shave underarms

         
         Sheer black tights (extra large)

         
         Book chiropodist

         
         Find replacement mop head

         
         Ring Warburtons about New years’ Eve

         
         Use Public library more

         
      

      
      December 31st

      
      As a teenager New Year’s Eve was the bit of Christmas that you looked forward to the most. You’d been imprisoned with family
         for what seemed like an eternity, pretended to like vile novelty socks given to you, and received more bath bubbles and notelets
         with blackberries and squirrels on them than anyone could hope to use in an entire year. You deserved to be able to break
         out on your own a little bit, let your hair down and go a bit wild. As a child I occasionally watched my parents get a little
         bit wild on New Year’s Eve. When I say wild I mean they’d do the Twist to Chubby Checker. I saw them kiss one year, no, snog
         even, which was frighteningly shocking. The thing about being an only child is that you can persuade yourself that your parents
         only did it once, OK maybe twice, and in fact you do persuade yourself of this, that their sex life was entirely functional,
         entirely minimal. But the snog seemed to imply something different. It was a relief when someone turned the telly on and put
         a stop to it.
      

      
      Now as I watch my own ELDEST DAUGHTER get ready for New Year’s Eve, I realise – as realise I must – that she is about to start
         her own life, that in seven months’ time she will have effectively gone, on her gap-year trip to Ghana, and then on to university.
         My nest is emptying. My stomach flips. I feel sick at the thought. She goes out, naturally, with a summer dress on, no coat,
         no tights and sling-back shoes, and looking simply gorgeous. How could any boy appreciate her? How could they ever know how
         special she is? How can anyone love her as much as I do? At her age, at New Year’s Eve parties I was probably snogging someone
         under a pile of donkey jackets in the spare room, so logic tells me she will be doing something remarkably similar. Which
         is something else to worry about, not least because she is staying the night at Laura’s which if I was doing an impression of her I’d say with some mimed inverted commas,
         because staying at Laura’s I imagine is code for ‘don’t even think about coming to collect me, I can do what I like now … and
         if I choose to stay out till 3am frankly you can’t stop me’.
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      I get wistful and nostalgic, think about how my life has changed over the years and how what I do on New Year’s Eve has changed
         with it. In my twenties I went away with friends at New Year. Rented cottages by the sea, with far fewer bedrooms than couples,
         slept in until two in the afternoon, drank bottles of red wine, got silly and giggly, stayed up all night … played drunken games
         of sardines. I called my parents at 12 and talked to them pityingly. I wore tight jeans, I looked good, I talked a lot. Smoked
         a lot. Flirted a lot. I had a ball. Then in my thirties New Year’s Eve was an occasion to chum up with close friends with
         small children. Staying at each other’s houses with a car full of Babygros and changing bags and listening devices and everyone
         pale and dizzy with exhaustion. Dancing with a baby on your shoulder to West End Girls, bouncing baby on the bed with you
         in the morning. Snuggling up to them. Smelling their hair, bathing them and blowing bubbles through the flannel, singing ‘Me
         and My Teddy Bear’, drying them after bath time on your lap in a warm towel with a hood on it, reading some Ahlberg Peepo or Bye Bye Baby. In reality I was too exhausted to appreciate it, but of course looking back now that ELDEST’s days at home are literally
         numbered, it seems in retrospect a golden time. Even something as awful as taking it in turns to do the early shift with baby
         (meaning post-4am) seems memorably wonderful. Reason tells me that my memory has played tricks on me, but it’s still hard.
      

      
      And now I’m a Grumpy Old Woman, New Year’s Eve feels like just another evening, the magic has gone, all that false and alcohol-induced
         revelry simply makes me want to reach for a hot-water bottle and a good book. But you can’t. It is not allowed just to have
         a nice early night and a good night’s sleep. My mother calls. She’s in Devon with a friend. It is her first New Year’s Eve
         without my father. And she sounds surprisingly well.
      

      
      We go to the Warburtons’ drinks party. I find the small talk overwhelmingly dull until someone tells me the Foresters have
         split up. It’s always the couples you think are blissfully happy that split up. It’s like the curse of Hello! magazine, the moment they do a feature about how much they love one another, or redo their vows or whatever it is celebrities
         endlessly do, you know it’s doomed … they’ll be divorced by the end of the year.
      

      
      At the party, YOUNGEST DAUGHTER hangs out with all the other young people playing pool, and I am a little envious. Envious
         that they’re having more fun, have some loud music on and there is a lot of giggling, whereas with the grown-ups there are
         a lot of dull groups of people talking about their ‘nice quiet family Christmas’ and their loft lagging, garden features and
         skiing holidays. Dull dull dull dull. Trouble is at my age you can’t take the edge off it all … you can’t drink too much (you’re
         driving) and you don’t take drugs, so you get bored very quickly. Or I do. I am trapped in a body that people think means
         I am dull. Look 20 or 30 and people assume you’re fascinating, even though you’re not, but get to my age, get a bit of life
         behind you and frankly something interesting to say, and young people assume you are a non-person. You could tell them something
         really outrageous, like pretend you once used your Rampant Rabbit to make a meringue, really startle them, and they’d still
         just look through you. I can’t be bothered, I feel wasted on them. I wander into the teenagers’ room, which I feel is my spiritual
         home, in the hope that they will take me in, assimilate me as an honorary adolescent, which is what I feel like, and ask me
         to stay. They don’t. Actually YOUNGEST asks me to go away.
      

      
      Lost and feeling I don’t fit anywhere I open the back door for some fresh air, wanting to go home, and find a group of smokers,
         standing out in the freezing cold, with a bottle of red wine and some malt whisky. They are pretty drunk, and they assume
         I’ve sneaked outside for a ciggie too. There is a lovely camaraderie that happens with smokers now that they are despised
         and told to stand outside; they bond and become the naughty smokers, feel a bit wicked and behave like overgrown teenagers.
         Sometimes I find this irritating, but tonight I actually find them fun. I find myself having a cigarette for the first time
         in 15 years, and a very large glass of red wine. Talk gets on to sex and there is a lot of giggling. Tall flicky-haired girl
         says her friend is in terrible relationship – sex happens twice a week – I sympathise, feel a bit dizzy, a bit hazy round
         the edges, say, ‘God, how awful, I can only manage once a week and sometimes that’s a bit of an effort.’ Soon realised flicky-haired
         woman and the others means twice a week is appallingly infrequent. Felt stupid and took hasty retreat back inside but not
         before I had had two cigarettes and about three glasses of red wine, a beaker full of malt whisky – and this on top of the
         white wine I had already consumed when bored out of my brain earlier.
      

      
      Text ELDEST DAUGHTER ‘Happy New Year, love you loads’ and send it, then realise I sent it to someone at work – must put my
         glasses on when I text in future.
      

      
      Had a nice dance to ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’ with the GRUMPY OLD MAN, caught YOUNGEST watching horrified at the old man’s Mick
         Jagger impression and my evident lack of embarrassment at anything. Spared her the sight of us kissing, knowing the damage
         done by my own equivalent.
      

      
      Stagger out of party and YOUNGEST tells me off like I am naughty teenager and she is huffy mother: ‘You’re drunk, have you
         been smoking, God it’s disgusting. And at your age … ’
      

      
      Got taxi home and driver looked strangely unfamiliar – he’d picked us up loads of times before but looked different. I asked
         him what had happened? He said he’d shaved off his moustache, apparently everyone keeps telling him he looks ten years younger.
         If only shaving mine off would have the same effect.
      

      
      By the time I follow the old man to bed I can hear him snoring from the landing already. So much for life beginning at 40.

      
      
         
         To Do

         
         Book optician for new glasses

         
         Bottle bank

         
         Tax return urgent

         
         Change beds

         
         Mend broken 3ip on brown skirt

         
         Facial hair wax Kit

         
         Tweezers

         
         Strepsils
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      January

      
      New Year’s Day

      
      Woke up and felt perfectly OK, got downstairs, put the kettle on, let the cat in and the dog out, and congratulated myself
         on being able to take my drink nearly as well as when I was in my twenties, instead of being incapacitated with one glass
         as of late. Then suddenly and without any warning the hangover kicked in, felt like I had walked into a plate-glass window.
         It was then I noticed some of the things that I had done the night before on coming home, some of the tell-tale signs that
         mean that yes, I was indeed extremely drunk. In my attempt to convince myself that I was absolutely fine and in control I
         had laid the table up for breakfast complete with cereal bowls, spoons, serviettes and milk jug (something I would never do
         sober) and had tried to put the cereal packets on the table but scooped up just about everything in the cupboard, flour, risotto
         rice, couscous, lentils and topped it off with scary bucket and mop arrangement like a drunken youth would put a traffic cone
         on a statue.
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      Crawl upstairs and find more evidence of very drunk behaviour, shoes taken off and placed neatly by wardrobe, mobile on charge
         (but on wrong charger), and Vaseline Intensive Care smeared all over carpet and bathroom floor after major feet moisturising
         attempts – it’s a miracle I didn’t fall and crack my head open on the bath … all of it signs of me trying to persuade myself
         that I am not only in control but very very sober indeed, but a drunken ‘to do’ list written out for tomorrow in big scrawly
         writing barely legible – saying ‘chill out more’ – final and clinching evidence of total drunken brain type thoughts. Scary.
      

      
      Have to spend entire day in bed, as not able to cope with sudden neck or head movements. What sort of a mother role model
         am I turning into?
      

      
      Weight Watchers are sending me irritating emails every day presumably because I once went on to the website and they know
         at this time of year it’s hard to find an excuse not to try to lose weight. They’ve been saving it up and now have a whole
         special sales force targeting the greedy en masse, getting them to sign up for their classes. Because they know at this time
         of the year you are vulnerable, and – face it – you’ve eaten so much over Christmas you hardly came up for air. Of course worrying
         about my weight is nothing new, not something that has plagued me just since I hit middle age. I only wish that I had appreciated
         my lovely upper arms before they turned into the dreaded bat wings, wish I hadn’t worried about my thighs so much because
         – hey – that was nothing compared to the stuff that’s happened lately – the midriff bulge has now hit big time. I’m getting
         fat all over, fat stomach, fat arms, fat neck, fat chin, I look sort of beefy, bigger all round; sometimes I think my head’s
         getting smaller so that if I wore a floral summer dress and some high heels with American Tan tights, I’d look like a transvestite,
         like Dame Edna or Dick Emery. Young male colleagues at work, I notice, seem a bit reluctant to be alone with me, avoid eye
         contact if we are in the lift or in the stationery room alone – maybe they think I’m going to pounce.
      

     [image: image]

      
      It’s a tough one to accept that your powers of sexual attraction are frankly dwindling, and that the men who do look at you
         now are slightly better looking than John McCririck. It’s all so hard when evidently in my thirties I was so gorgeous, I really
         was – I’ve seen photos – although tragically at the time it didn’t seem so. I could manipulate men with my sex appeal. I mean
         I wasn’t some sort of mad sex pervert, but if I wanted to get a man to do something for me I could generally turn it on and
         get my way. Now if I did get off with a bloke younger than me or very good-looking indeed the dynamics would have changed
         fundamentally: they’d assume I was grateful rather than the other way round. But it’s taken me ages to realise something totally
         obvious. Somehow I always told myself that being attractive to the opposite sex had nothing to do with your looks, men fell for women who made them laugh, interested them, that they like … fell for women in particular with personality,
         vivacity and humour. I always rather pitied girls who were dumb blondes, good-looking but either indifferently clever or indifferently
         interesting. Until now. Suddenly I have woken up to the fact that men, old and young, fat and thin, tall and short, like women
         who look good. They like women who look good more than they like women who make them laugh, or are one of the lads, or buy
         a round of drinks, or can kick a tyre or work a Black and Decker, and now my life seems to have been a bit of a wasteland
         sexually. How could I have got this so wrong? And what seems so unfair is that it works for men the other way: all the polls
         say that women find men attractive who make them laugh, who have an engaging personality … nothing to do with their looks.
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